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The problem of "Hellenism" and the formation of religious life in the Near East in the Roman period Generalisations usually turn out to be very problematic when applied to religious life in the Near East in the Roman period. This becomes very clear when one tries to analyse and describe religious res ligiouin tfeatur oes in teraction between an indigenous oriental substratum and structures which were introduced from the Graeco-Roman world. The various aspecs of Greek culture were transmitted into the Near Eastern world in such a way as not only to become a medium by which local culture could find renewed exprenewed expression, but also to open up a completely new world of historical and cultural knowledge to he Near East. In neither way should Greek culture, "Hellenism", be seen automatically as opposed to the local traditions.10 Furthermore, if Hellenism really, to quote Bowersock, "provided the means for a more articulate and a more universally comprehensible expression of local traditions,"1" this should not so much be seen in terms of quality but rather as conditioned by continuously changing historical and cultural circumstances. It also depends from which side the matter is viewed: for the indigenous population it may have been, consciously or not, a vigorous new way to make their cultural traditions intelligible. But in his definition of interpretatio graeca, Sartre explains the phenomenon in terms of Greeks and Romans recognising their own gods in the appearance of the local deities of the East. 12 The nature of our evidence makes the problem even worse, in that it represents three centuries of snapshots rather than revealing any functioning entity. The more or less sudden ending which came to the civilisations of Hatra and Palmyra, when these cities were captured by the Sasanians in the early 240s and by the Roman emperor Aurelian in the early 270s respectively, makes it of course understandable to view the cultural and other processes in these places as representing their culmination shortly before their disappearance.13 But it is not correct to view the religious life of those places as a perennial system which, although still open to new influences, nevertheless reached its final and conclusive stage in the three centuries from which our evidence dates, thus treating its development in the preceding formative periods as a cultural prelude to the new synthesis. This trap of making teleological assumptions is not new, but there cannot be enough warning against it. On the other hand, what we now call "the religion" of any place in the Near East in the first three centuries AD not only becomes an entity because we choose to study it as such, but also because the evidence dates from exactly that period. Whether one ought to think of the local cultures of Palmyra and Hatra as mysteriously emerging as they are known to us, or whether one should rather understand the sudden appearance of their material cultures in terms of a so-called epigraphic and sculptural habit, are questions which cannot be answered. But any glance at any item which can be connected to the religious world of the Near East in the Roman period reveals the outcome at a particular moment of various historical, social and religious processes.
That said, one should of course acknowledge that the population of a Near Eastern city or region, in this case Palmyra or Hatra, could still experience its religious life as a unified and integrated whole. To quote Stewart, "when viewed at a certain moment in time continuing processes do take on the appearance of discrete states and not only do social scientists frequently perceive social and cultural forms to be established and enduring, but the social actors they describe often work with this premise as well."'4 It is, admittedly, only natural that, in a world which is not only dynamic but also very traditional, many elements are recognisable over the whole of our period. Connected with this is the notion of authenticity which people could ascribe to their religious traditions. The question whether such traditions are historically "true" and original or recently invented is not of any importance. For example, the label araTpcaoS, "ancestral", is regularly attached to Palmyrene deities in Greek inscriptions, not so much to stress that the deity is literally inherited from one's father, but rather to assert a special claim on the deity who ( and patrius). The word can both be attached to a deity "for remembrance's sake and from a sense of being a stranger abroad" and to "him who watches over us here at home". An equivalent in Palmyrene Aramaic can be found in PAT 0324, where Shamash is called "the god of the house of their fathers" ('lh byt 'bwhn). In the bilingual inscription PAT 0273, the phrase ra-rp4oLL O6ots is rendered into Palmyrene by 'Ihy 'tby', "the good gods". 16See also the introduction in C. Stewart and R. Shaw In the Classical tradition each deity has its own well-defined sphere of influence and it may be tempting to think that the Near Eastern deity to whom the Graeco-Roman one is assimilated always performed similar functions. But in most cases it remains uncertain, when iconographic features of a Classical deity are taken over, whether his or her powers are equally transmitted, and if so, whether they remain unchanged or become reinterpreted.22
As I have briefly stated above, it is generally accepted that both in Palmyra and in Hatra the Greek Heracles was identified with the Mesopotamian Nergal.23 It ought to be stressed, though, that in both places the identification is not only uncertain, in the sense of "not entirely proven", but also not complete, in as far as it took place at all. We will go through some of the other facilitated by a resemblance in the sense that both could be associated with a lion. It has also been argued that "the main reason for the fusion of Heracles and Nergal should be traced in their chthonian nature," from which it has been concluded that the so-called "Cerberus relief" is an "artistic rapprochement" between the Greek and the Babylonian god and also "expresses an actual fusion of religious ideas".29 Unfortunately, since the figures depicted on the relief are not identified, it is pure speculation, encapsulated in a circular argument, that the three-headed dog on a leash is Cerberus, and any possible interpretation of the evocative relief must remain a hypothesis.30 Since the written language of Hatra is a local dialect of Aramaic, it is not surprising that, as at Palmyra, the Greek name Heracles is not attested.31 But in one of the few Latin inscriptions found at Hatra, on the base of another statue of a Heracles figure, a Roman officer who was encamped near the city around AD 240 seems to identify the Genius of his cohort, to which the statue was dedicated, as Hercules sanctus.32 Whether the epithet sanctus points to an oriental origin of the deity under concern is another matter.33 The popularity which Hercules enjoyed among Roman soldiers does not make oriental influences in this case necessary. But it is of course possible that the iconographical details of the statue, especially the amulet, have been influenced by local artistic motifs. together," may be more satisfactory, for it seems to take into account the fact that once so-called syncretistic forms are established, they cease to be syncretistic and become original.42 Gawlikowski, therefore, is right to dismiss the idea that Hellenism at Palmyra functioned as nothing more than a veneer.43 That would not only imply too static a situation but also ignore the role which Hellenism was due to play from its first appearance onwards as an original ingredient. Of course, Gawlikowski is right when he argues that an approach which isolates the various elements that constitute the "religion of Palmyra" does not take sufficient account of the melange. 
